
Chapter 1

Attention! Getting to Know Your Ally:
The ASVAB

In This Chapter
� Figuring out what each subtest covers

� Using this book to study for the ASVAB

� Computing the Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) score

� Taking the ASVAB again

The ASVAB consists of ten individual tests that cover subjects ranging from general sci-
ence principles to vocabulary. Your ASVAB test results determine whether you qualify

for military service and, if so, what jobs you qualify for. The ASVAB is not an IQ test. The
military isn’t trying to figure out how smart you are. The ASVAB specifically measures your
ability to be trained to do a specific job.

Mapping Out the ASVAB Subtests
The ASVAB contains ten separately timed subtests. On eight of these subtests, your speed at
answering the questions has no bearing on your score — except if you can’t finish the sub-
test in the allotted time. On two of the subtests (Numerical Operations and Coding Speed),
your speed determines part of your score. In Table 1-1, we outline the ten ASVAB subtests in
the order that you take them, and tell you what chapters to turn to when you want to review
that content.

Table 1-1 The ASVAB Subtests in Order
Subtest Questions Time (Minutes) Content Chapter 

General Science (GS) 25 11 General principles Chapter 10
of biological and 
physical sciences.

Arithmetic Reasoning (AR) 30 11 Simple word problems Chapter 6
that require simple 
calculations.

Word Knowledge (WK) 35 11 Correct meaning of Chapter 4
a word. Occasionally 
antonyms (words with 
opposite meanings).

(continued)
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Table 1-1 (continued)
Subtest Questions Time (Minutes) Content Chapter 

Paragraph 15 13 Questions based on  Chapter 5
Comprehension (PC) several paragraphs 

(usually a few hundred 
words) that you read.

Numerical 50 3* Very simple arithmetic Chapter 8
Operations (NO) (addition, subtraction, 

multiplication, and 
division). *Your speed 
influences your score.

Coding Speed (CS) 85 7* Use of a key to substitute Chapter 9
numeric codes for verbal 
codes. *Your speed 

q influences your score.

Auto & Shop 25 11 Knowledge of automobiles, Chapter 11
Information (AS) shop terminology, and 

tool use.

Mathematical 25 24 High-school math, Chapter 7
Knowledge (MK) including algebra, 

geometry, and 
elementary trigonometry.

Mechanical 25 19 Basic mechanical and Chapter 12
Comprehension (MC) physical principles.

Electronics 20 9 Electrical principles, Chapter 13
Information (EI) basic electronic circuitry, 

and electronic terminology.

Some high schools are now offering a “short ASVAB,” which only provides you with a score
on a few test areas. This test shows if you’re qualified for military service, but you can’t use
it for enlistment purposes because the “short ASVAB” doesn’t include all of the ASVAB sub-
tests; therefore, it can’t determine your job qualifications. If you do take the short ASVAB and
then decide to enlist, you’ll have to take the full test before you can enter the military.

Setting Sail on Your ASVAB Prep Tour
You don’t need to do equally well on all the ASVAB subtest areas. But you do have to worry
about doing well on the Word Knowledge, Paragraph Comprehension, Arithmetic Reasoning,
and Mathematics Knowledge subtests because your combined score on these Big Four sub-
tests determines whether you can even enlist in the military. Doing well on some of the other
subtests is a personal-choice type of issue. Some of the subtests are only used to determine
the jobs you qualify for. (See Chapter 2 for more information on how the military uses the
individual subtests.)

What does this mean in terms of your ASVAB prep work? Well, here’s an example: If you’re
not interested in a job requiring a score on the Mechanical Comprehension subtest, you
don’t need to worry about doing well on that subtest. So, as you’re preparing for the ASVAB,
remember to plan your study time wisely. If you don’t need to worry about Mechanical
Comprehension, don’t bother with that chapter in this book. Spend the time on Word
Knowledge or Arithmetic Reasoning.

2 Part I: An Arial View: Putting the ASVAB into Perspective 
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If you don’t know what kind of job you want to do in the military, the ASVAB will help you
and the military determine your potential ability for different types of jobs. If you’re in this
situation, review all of the chapters, brushing up on the basic principles of everything from
science to electronics, but focus on the four subtests that enable you to qualify for enlist-
ment. Following this plan ensures a relatively accurate appraisal of your aptitude for various
military jobs.

Using the ASVAB to Compute
Your AFQT Score ASAP

The ASVAB doesn’t have an “overall” score. When you hear someone say, “I got an 80 on my
ASVAB,” he or she is talking about their Armed Forces Qualification Test (AFQT) score, not
an overall ASVAB score.

The AFQT score determines whether you qualify to join the military. Only four of the ten sub-
tests are used to compute the AFQT.

Breaking down the AFQT
The military brass (or at least their computers) determine your AFQT score by first adding
the value of your Word Knowledge score to your Paragraph Comprehension score. The
resulting score is known as your Verbal Expression score (see Figure 1-1).
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Tracing the testing trail
When you start basic training, you’ll learn about military
history. Why not start a little sooner and find out where
this whole ASVAB thing came from? The Army began
general testing of draftees during World War I. In order
to provide a method for classifying these soldiers, the
Army developed the Army Alpha Test, which consisted
of 212 multiple-choice and true/false questions, includ-
ing commonsense-type questions and vocabulary and
arithmetic problems.

But many of the draftees couldn’t read or write, so the
Army developed the Army Beta Test, which required little
word knowledge and relied on pictures and diagrams.
Nearly 2 million solders took one of these tests during
World War I.

During World War II, the Army General Classification Test
replaced the Alpha and Beta tests. The new test had 150
questions — mostly vocabulary and arithmetic problems.
Of the 9 million soldiers who took this test during World
War II, just over 60 percent could read and write above
a third-grade level. During this time, a completely sepa-
rate “aptitude test” was given to Navy recruits. (The Air

Force didn’t have a test because the United States tech-
nically didn’t have an Air Force as you know it today —
the Air Force was part of the Army back then.)

In 1948, Congress made the Department of Defense
develop a uniform screening test to be used by all the
services. The Defense Department came up with the
Armed Forces Qualification Test. This test consisted of
100 multiple-choice questions in area such as math,
vocabulary, spatial relations, and mechanical ability. The
military used this test until the mid-1970s. Each service
set its own minimum score.

In the 1960s, the Department of Defense decided to
develop a standardized military selection and classifi-
cation test and administer it in high schools. That’s
where your old buddy, the ASVAB, came from. The first
ASVAB test was given in 1968, but the military didn’t use
it for recruiting purposes for several years. In 1973, the
draft ended and the nation entered the contemporary
period in which all military recruits are volunteers. In
1976, the ASVAB became the official entry test used by
all services.
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To get your raw AFQT score (also called a standard score), the computer doubles your Verbal
Expression (VE) score, and then adds your Arithmetic Reasoning score and your
Mathematics Knowledge score to it. Your raw score is then converted to a percentile score
(also called a scaled score), which basically compares your results to the results of thou-
sands of other ASVAB test-takers. For example, a score of 50 means that you scored better
than 50% of the individuals the military is comparing you to. Use the chart in Figure 1-2 to
convert your raw scores to scaled scores.

When you take a sample test, determine how many questions you got right, then use the
chart to see what percentile score that works out to be.

To compute your AFQT raw score, use this formula: AFQT = 2VE + AR + MK. Then compare
your raw score to the chart in Figure 1-2 to determine your overall AFQT percentile score.

ASVAB subtest scores are weighted. Harder questions result in more points than easier
questions.

Scoring high on the right subtests
By understanding the AFQT formula we outline in the “Breaking down the AFQT” section,
you know that you have to score well on four ASVAB subtests — Word Knowledge, Paragraph
Comprehension, Arithmetic Reasoning, and Mathematics Knowledge. You also know that of
these four subtests, the Word Knowledge and Paragraph Comprehension scores are worth
more than the Arithmetic Reasoning and Mathematics Knowledge scores. Knowing these
little nuggets of info can help you begin dividing up your study time.

See Appendix A for information on the other subtest scores that individual military careers
requires so that you can continue to plan your studying.

Although your AFQT score only consists of the Big Four subtests, the other six subtests
aren’t meaningless. The military services compute composite scores from various subtests
to determine specific job qualifications. The Army and Marine Corps calculate ten separate
composite scores. See Appendix A for more information.

VE = Scaled Score of WK + PC. To get the scaled score,
add your WK & PC score together, then use the below
chart:

WK + PC VE WK + PC VE
0-3 20 28-29 42
4-5 21 30-31 44
6-7 22 32-33 45
8-9 22 34-35 47
10-11 25 36-37 49
12-13 27 38-39 50
14-15 29 40-41 52
16-17 31 42-43 54
18-19 32 44-45 56
20-21 34 46-47 58
22-23 36 48-49 60
24-25 38 50 62
26-27 40

Figure 1-1:
Verbal

Expression
score com-

putation
chart.
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Defining a good score
AFQT scores are divided into different categories. The following table shows the different
categories and their corresponding scaled scores:

Category Scaled Scores

I 93–100

II 65–92

III A 50–64

III B 31–49

IV A 21–30

IV B 16–20

IV C 10–15

V 0–9

Congress has stipulated that the military can no longer accept Category V recruits or more
than 4 percent of recruits from Category IV. If you’re in Category IV, you must have a high-
school diploma to be eligible for enlistment. But don’t freak out: Almost 70 percent of
recruits score at or above the 50th percentile on the AFQT — meaning that they at least fall
into Category III and are therefore eligible to enter the military.

Standard
Score

Percentile Standard
Score

Percentile Standard
Score

Percentile Standard
Score

Percentile

80-120
121-124
125-127
128-131
132-134
135-137
138-139
140-142
143-144
145-146
147-148
149-150
151-153
154
155-156
157-158
159-160
161-162
163-164
165
166-167
168-169
170-171
172
173-174

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25

175
176-177
178
179-180
181
182
183-184
185
186
187-188
189
190
191
192
193
194
195-196
197
198
199
200
201
202
203
204

26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50

205
206
207-208
209
210
211
212
213
214
215
216
217
218
219
220
221
222
223
224
225
226
227
228
229
230

51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75

231
232
233
234
235
236
237
238-239
240
241
242
243
244
245
246
247
248
249
250
251
252
253
254-320

77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99

Figure 1-2:
AFQT score

computation
chart.
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To join the Air Force, you must have a minimum AFQT scaled score of 40. Only 1 percent of
recruits aren’t high-school graduates, and they must score at least 65.

Most Army recruits must score at least 31. Fewer than 10 percent of Army recruits can have
no high-school diploma. They, and GED holders, must score 50 or better. Two to three per-
cent of recruits can be Category IV recruits, and they must have high-school diplomas.

Marine Corps recruits must score at least 32. Between 5 and 10 percent of recruits can be
high-school dropouts. Dropouts and GED holders must score at least 50.

Navy recruits must score at least 31. Five to ten percent of recruits can be high-school
dropouts, but they must have a minimum score of 50. High-school dropouts must also be at
least 19 and show a proven work history.

Missing the Mark: Retaking the ASVAB
ASVAB tests are valid for two years. After you take an initial ASVAB test (taking the ASVAB in
high school does not count as an initial test), you can retake the test after 30 days. After the
retest, you must wait at least six months before taking the ASVAB again. So when should you
retake the ASVAB?

The bad news is that you can’t retake the ASVAB on a whim or whenever you simply feel like
it. Although each of the services sets its own rules, you usually can’t take a retest just to
improve your score. But, if you didn’t score high enough to qualify for enlistment, you can
retake the test.

Usually, with the Army and Air Force, if you score high enough to qualify for enlistment, you
can only retake the ASVAB if something unusual happened during the test and evidence
exists that the score doesn’t reflect your potential. For example, if you’re a high-school
honors student who received a low score because you accidentally mismarked the answer
sheet, you could retest. Something unusual happened (you accidentally mismarked the
answer sheet), and evidence that you could do better exists (you’re an honors student).

The Navy and Marines only authorize a retest if you present evidence that your education has
improved since your last ASVAB (like earning a high-school diploma), and you have a good
reason for asking to retake the exam (to qualify for a particular job program, for example).
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